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The hand-woven textiles of the Phuthai ethnic group continue to represent Phuthai
identity but also reflect exposure to foreign elements such as through trade and changes
in the regional political power. If one asks a Phuthai woman what is Phuthai dress, she
will answer, sin mii lae suea lap lai, or a skirt decorated with weft ikat technique and a
fitted blouse of indigo dyed cotton, decorated with hand-woven, patterned red silk.
Despite the use of synthetic dyes readily available in the local markets, many women still
grow indigo and cotton, and indigo-stained hands and the repetitious sounds of weaving
are still found in Phuthai villages. This paper focuses on the Phuthai living in
Savannakhet Province, Laos, but they are also found in Khammuan, Bolikhamsay, and
Salavan provinces of Laos as well as in Thailand and Vietnam.1 Contemporary refers to
textile production in the last thirty years but particularly in the last ten years after the
liberalization of the Lao government policies and the return of private business and
tourism after the 1980s.
Historical Background
The Phuthai belong to the same ethno-linguistic family, the Tai-Kadai, as the Lao, who
are the dominant ethnic majority of Laos. The Lao and Phuthai share linguistic and
cultural similarities, such as religious beliefs that combine Buddhism and shamanism.
The Phuthai myth of origin claims their ancestors are from Muang Thaeng of Sip Song
Chao Tai, an indigenous Lao-Tai political entity (Muang Thaeng is in the location of
present-day Dien Bien Phu, Vietnam).2 Over the centuries, the Phuthai migrated south
from Muang Thaeng, establishing Muang Vang Ang Kham, located in present day
Vilabuli and Xepon districts of Savannakhet province, by early 16th century CE. The
rulers of Muang Wang Ang Kham paid tribute to the courts of Annam (Vietnam) and Lan
Xang (Lao) but ruled autonomously with little interference from these stronger rulers
except during periods of political instability in the region. The silk produced in Muang
Vang Ang Kham was famous, and Phuthai silk and other goods such as cattle were
popular trade items. Muang Vang Ang Kham was on a historical trade route beginning on
the Vietnamese coast, traveling west through Savannakhet into Thailand and reaching
Burma.3
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I propose that when the Phuthai settled in this area of Laos they kept the name
Phuthai, meaning Tai people or people in general, because the local inhabitants were not
Tai but belonged to the Khmer language family, and further distinction was not
necessary.4
The Phuthai brought skills of weaving and sericulture to the area and provided cloth to
the Bruic and Katuic people living in their vicinity. Legends explain why the Phuthai
were able to gain control over the land already inhabited by the Bruic and Katuic peoples
since the Phuthai were cleverer than the others.5 In regards to textile production, a god
asked the two groups to make a wish. The first group, the original inhabitants of the land,
wished to be rich and possessing beautiful clothing and goods. The Phuthai wished to
have the skills to make such coveted items. The god declared the answer of the Phuthai to
be the best and gave them the right to use these skills and control of the land.
Sudden migrations of Phuthai to other areas occurred in the 19th century CE. In the
late 1820s Siam attacked Vientiane and other northern Lao Muang after Anou, the ruler
of Vientiane, attempted to retake territory in Siam. The Siamese army resettled thousands
of prisoners of war from the defeated Muang in her territory. Siam and Annam broke into
warfare in Cambodia in the 1830s, leading to more forced migrations of people living in
between the two kingdoms, including the Phuthai and their neighbors.6 Many groups
resettled in northeast Thailand, and their former rulers retained their power over them in
their new home. Pockets of Phuthai populated land on the left and right banks of the
Mekong River.
The autonomy of Muang Vang Ang Kham waned since the Phuthai population farther
west grew, including in Lahanam Village, Songkhone District of Savannakhet province.
The village was named Lahanam, which translates to waiting for the river, since people
were planning to cross the Mekong River to Siam but decided to settle on the right bank
instead. The Phuthai in this area were so numerous that the French colonial rulers
appointed a Phuthai administrator to oversee them in the early 20th century.7 Siam’s
depopulation policy ceased by the mid-19th century, ending the mass migrations into
Siam.
The Second Indochina War also caused the Phuthai living in the area of Muang Vang
Ang Kham, which is near the Annamite Mountains and part of the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
This area received the greatest number of bombings in the country; Savannakhet province
has the highest number of UXOs compared to the rest of Laos. The area was also the
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If further distinction was required, A Tai person would add the name of their muang or village locale,
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appointed by the French to oversee the Phuthai of Songkhone.
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setting of the Lam Suen 719 battle, the only US land battle in Laos during the war. 8 The
political upheaval caused many Phuthai and other ethnic groups to flee the area, but many
eventually returned after the end of the war.
Textile Production of the Phuthai
The Phuthai are the most populous ethnic group of Savannakhet province, located in the
central, southern region of Laos. They are agriculturalists, growing rice as their primary
crop, and live near water sources such as rivers. Fish are a major source of protein, and
although the Phuthai are historically known for raising cattle, they generally limit their
intake of meat to special occasions. Indigo and cotton continue to be important secondary
crops grown in alternating rows with vegetables, along riverbanks when possible.
Sericulture is still practiced by a few families, but the decline of raising silk has increased
in the last twenty years. Some people blame the cessation of sericulture on the use of
pesticides used in farming and exposure to Agent Orange and other chemicals in Muang
Vang Ang Kham near the Ho Chi Minh Trail during the Second Indochina War.
The process of producing cotton thread has held cultural significance to the Phuthai.
The traditional courting ritual revolved around spinning cotton thread. Women planted
cotton during the rainy season and gathered cotton buds after the rice harvest during the
dry season. Women, especially single girls, gathered on a veranda to socialize while they
prepared cotton thread, such as ginning, carding, and spinning (fig. 1, at end). Men and
eligible suitors joined them, singing and playing music. Young men and women were
thus allowed to flirt in a socially acceptable manner in this setting.
The Phuthai of Savannakhet grow indigo annually alongside cotton and is an
important identity marker of the Phuthai. Individual women have their own recipes for
making indigo dye either kept fresh in ceramic jars or made into a paste (fig. 2). The
dyers nourish the indigo as if it is a child knowing when it is sick or hungry. The Phuthai
believe that planting alternating rows of indigo and cotton creates a fertile growing
environment for other vegetables, eliminating the need for fertilizers.9
Like women of other Tai groups, Phuthai women are the primary producers of cloth.
They are responsible for all aspects of weaving such as planting cotton and indigo,
sericulture, dyeing, and weaving on a frame loom. Weavers use indigo-dyed cotton
thread to weave solid indigo cloth for clothing, such as blouses and shirts, and checked
cloth for bedding. Indigo is used to dye weft ikat, which is used for women’s skirts (fig.
3). In the past, men wore hand-sewn pants of indigo cotton but now wear an international
style of trousers available at the market. Some men continue to wear indigo shirts while
fishing or working in the fields.
Stated at the beginning of this paper, Phuthai woman identified their dress as wearing
a skirt decorated with weft ikat and a blouse of indigo cotton decorated with
supplementary weft red silk cloth. The skirt, or sin, may be made from silk or cotton (fig.
4). If the weft ikat is dyed with indigo, the material is always cotton. This style of dress is
similar to the traditional outfit of Tai women from northern Laos, Vietnam, or Thailand,
8
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which is a skirt in the form of a tube, a blouse, and depending on her religious beliefs
either head cloth or shoulder cloth, or sometimes both.
Appropriation of Foreign Elements into Phuthai Culture
While the hand-woven textiles of the Phuthai continue to symbolize Phuthai identity, the
Phuthai have appropriated foreign elements into their textile repertoire introduced by
trade and influence of external political powers causing both minor and major changes in
materials, design, and style. The Phuthai adopted some textiles styles and designs
completely while others were abandoned. For example, Phuthai men began to wear the
checked, silk sarong during leisure time and for special rituals. Men of status wore the
phaa khen or phaa nyao for important occasions.10 Phuthai textiles thus do not remain
static but are altered to fit the concept of identity for the Phuthai.
When the Phuthai assimilated Theravada Buddhism with their animistic beliefs, their
textiles and dress underwent a transformation. One change that has occurred with other
Tai groups adopting Buddhism is that Buddhists wear the textile that is worn as a head
cloth by shamanic groups as a shoulder cloth.11 Non-Buddhist Tai such as the Tai Moey
in Kham Koet, Bolikhamsay province, wear a head cloth called a phae laam. Both Tai
Moey men and women wear this textile as a head cloth. However, Phuthai women wear
the same cloth, which they call phae daam, as a shoulder cloth (fig. 5). Another change
that may be attributed to Buddhism is weaving a symmetrical balance of design motifs in
contrast to an asymmetrical balance, such as the pattern layout of a skirt border.
Symmetrical patterning is also found on the ends of shoulder cloths worn by Buddhists
where similar textiles of shamanic groups have dissimilar patterning on the ends.
Changes in textiles and dress of the Phuthai also came from influence of external
political powers. Harmand noted that the ruler of Muang Xepon near Muang Vang Ang
Kham wore Annamese or Vietnamese bureaucratic dress, or the robes of a mandarin,
reflecting the relationship between the two political entities.12 The dress of the former
Lao royal courts, or Lan Xang style, continues to be popular among the Phuthai. The
textiles of the Lao also influenced the change of the design structure of the phae daam,
the shoulder cloth mentioned above. In villages closer to the Mekong River where the
Lao live, the Phuthai phae daam becomes less densely decorated with rows of motifs
separated by plain weave. This style of shoulder cloth is similar to the Lan Xang style
shoulder cloth, but a Phuthai shoulder cloth is distinctive from a Lao shoulder cloth by
the soi saa motif found at the ends of the textile, according to Phuthai weavers. The
Phuthai call a shoulder cloth with minimal decoration, or a Lan Xang style shoulder
cloth, a phae bing (fig. 6).13
10

This is a long, rectangular silk lower garment worn similar to the Indian dhoti or the Khmer chong
kben. The Lao courts adopted this style of men’s garment from the Khmer and Siamese courts, and
the Siamese courts adopted this garment from the Khmer who likely appropriated the garment from
exposure to Indian culture. The Malay provided the sarong to the mainland Southeast Asian peoples,
including the Lao who then influenced the Phuthai.
11
Patricia Cheesman. Lao-Tai Textiles.
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Franois- Jules Harmand. trans. Walter E.J Tipps. Laos and the hilltribes of Indochine: Journeys
to the Boloven Plateau from Bassac to Hu through Laos, and to the origins of the Thai. Bangkok:
White Lotus (1997).
13
In Lao, the shoulder cloth is called phaa bieng. Phuthai language does not have vowel diphthongs.
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Phuthai weavers also have incorporated metallic thread, such as gold or silver, into
their textiles to emulate the Lan Xang or Lao royal court textiles.14 Similar to the
shoulder cloths described above, textiles woven with metallic thread are predominantly
plain-weave silk with small supplementary designs in gold or silver. On their wedding
day, a bride and groom are allowed to dress like Lao royalty, and this tradition continues
today where local shops provide wedding costumes for rent or sold at the market. Today,
the Phuthai wear this Lan Xang style of dress for their weddings.
Regional trade brought foreign materials, such as dyes and threads, to the area and
weavers began incorporating these items into textile production. The Phuthai traded along
a historical trade route (presently Lao national Highway 9), which was active during the
19th century.15 Raw materials, such as metallic thread or pounded sheets of gold or silver
wrapped around a silk thread, was imported from India and China. Also, red machinespun, cotton thread was available to the weavers at least 100 years ago. Some chemical
dyes were probably available in the early 20th century, but not likely widely available
until mid-century due to their absence in older Phuthai textiles. Hot pink was a popular
color among weavers who wove Lan Xang style shoulder cloths around thirty years ago.
As stated above gold and silver thread was imported and consumed by the weavers to
imitate Lao royal court textiles. The range of colors of Phuthai textiles expanded with the
availability of raw materials through trade and the influence of external political powers.
The ability to buy raw materials at the market continues to be an indicator as wealth
and status of the weaver, as one weaver commented that a textile woven with thread
bought from the market had more value than one made with handspun. Weavers did not
hesitate to use synthetic dyes and machine-spun threads, welcoming novel items into
their textile repertoire. Many textiles that were once woven with handspun cotton and
dyed with indigo or other natural dyes are now woven with polyester since this fiber is
readily available in the markets. Weavers remarked that this thread is easier to use and
creates a better-looking textile. Imported silk, usually from Vietnam, is also available in
the market. French or Italian silk has greater value than other silks, and Phuthai women
still weave special occasion textiles with this type of material.
The structure of some textiles was adjusted to meet climatic changes. When the
Phuthai migrated south from the Sip Song Chao Tai region, they moved from a cool
climate to a warmer one. In cooler climates the phaa lai, a supplementary weft textile that
is framed and backed with plain weave cotton, is used as a blanket; however, the Phuthai
wear phaa lai as a wrap or shawl, and this textile is not padded or backed like ones found
in northern Laos but are just edged with red cotton border.
Textile Production Post-1975 Revolution
Several researchers have claimed that hand-woven textile production in Laos was near
death during the Second Indochina War and after the communist revolution in 1975.
However, other researchers and I argue that weaving did not decline but expanded during
this period especially post-1975. The communist government encouraged its citizens to
be self-sufficient, including weaving textiles for individual, domestic, and commercial
14

In addition to textiles woven for the Lao courts, the courts also consumed imported textiles from
India and China, which usually had supplementary patterns in metallic threads.
15
See Aymonier and Harmand for accounts of their travels along this route.
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consumption. Local textile production was necessary especially after the embargoes in
effect against Laos by Thailand, China, and other countries.16 However, the types of
textiles that were woven adjusted to suit the attitudes of the communist leaders, such as a
decline in the use of royal court-inspired or Lan Xang style textiles.
In the 1980s after high-level party members began to participate again in Buddhist
rituals, and the government relaxed many of its policies including allowing a market
economy and the return of private business in the country. Laos also opened its doors for
tourism bringing an increasing number of foreign visitors every year. Local and
expatriate Lao communities, international workers and tourists provide a market for
present hand-woven textile production. Both the number of private and project
(government- and international aid- funded) textile businesses have grown since the mid1980s.17
Government and international aid organizations promote eco- and community-based
tourism in order to reduce poverty on a broader level, benefiting local communities as
well as tourist businesses. In order to promote these types of programs throughout the
country, the local authorities must stress the “uniqueness” of each tour in their area to
attract customers. For example, the tourism authority of Savannakhet province advertises
one of its ecotourism treks as the opportunity to explore the origin of the Phuthai
civilization, distinguishing the Phuthai from the dominant majority, the Lao. The tour
involves home stays in villages of former Muang Vang Ang Kham and trekking in the
nearby mountain range, the setting of many Phuthai legends. While staying in the
villages, visitors have the opportunity to observe traditional daily activities such as
weaving.
A Phuthai couple also saw the potential of selling Phuthai textiles as a way to improve
the lives of Phuthai villagers. Bounthong and Songbandhith Nhotmanhkhong founded
Thonglahasinh Co., Ltd. initially with the assistance of JICA to produce naturally dyed,
hand-spun cotton textiles for the local and international markets. Japanese designers and
weavers of Lahanam village of Songkhone district, where the French appointed Mrs.
Songbandhith’s grandfather as administrator of the Phuthai, collaborated to produce
textiles that would appeal to a foreign market. The Phuthai weavers continue to weave
traditional textiles such as the weft ikat skirts as well as other types of textiles to attract a
wider clientele (fig. 7). The villagers weave bolts of cloth to be sold by the meter, adjust
the size of shoulder cloths to be worn as scarves instead, and create interior décor items
such as napkins, placemats, and tea caddies. The structure of traditional items such as
bedding and pillows has been altered to fit Japanese and Western types of bedding
(figures 8 and 9). Customers will also buy traditional household items such as triangular
pillows that were made as offerings to monks and elders (fig. 8).
Phuthai weavers also utilize traditional techniques such as weft ikat to create
contemporary designs. Women experiment with ikat to create bold designs that are
16

Linda S. McIntosh. “From the Village House to the Urban Markets: The Evolution of Silk Production
in Laos,” In Silk Roads, Other Roads, Proceedings of the Textile Society of America Conference,
September 26-28, (Northampton, MA: Textile Society of America), 2003, for information about silk
textile production in Laos.
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attractive to their foreign customers where they prefer highly detailed designs. They
continue to weave supplementary weft textiles, such as a Lan Xang style shoulder cloth
that is now worn as a scarf. However, the color ways have changed to suit the tastes of
the market. There has been a return to weaving the indigo supplementary weft phaa lai,
or shawl, instead of using synthetic dyes and machine spun thread found in the markets.
The profit margin for weaving with naturally dyed materials is greater than with
chemically dyed materials.
Although the Phuthai did not cease indigo cultivation, the Phuthai stopped using other
natural dyes due to the availability of synthetic dyes. As stated above, the weavers
discovered that the profits were greater for naturally dyed textiles and that naturally dyed
textiles could be promoted as good for the health. Thus, there has been a return of other
natural dyes, such as sappan wood and lac for red dyes. Phuthai weavers are proud that
their traditional knowledge and skills can be used to improve their standard of living in
the contemporary world while maintaining their identity and heritage.
Following Cheesman’s lexicon for textile identification of Tai groups according by
traditional political power or muang, Phuthai textiles may be categorized as either Muang
Vang Ang Kham style or Muang Songkhone style.18 Muang Vang Ang Kham style
reflects traditional Phuthai designs more than the Songkhone style, in which the influence
of the Lan Xang style is apparent. Muang Vang Ang Kham style is also similar to textiles
of Muang Phuan or Muang Phuan style; thus, it may be possible to trace the migration of
the Phuthai from Muang Phuan or at least a relationship to this other political power.
Both styles of Phuthai textiles have appropriated foreign elements introduced through
trade and political influence, reflecting the fluid nature of identity markers. The Phuthai
have appropriated synthetic materials, both dyes and threads, and textile styles of external
groups, such as Lao royal courts, into their textiles. The Phuthai have also used their
imaginations and skills to create innovative designs. Contemporary Phuthai textiles thus
include traditional and modern designs to appeal to both a local and international market.
Note: Illustrations at end.
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Figure 1 (top left). Ginning cotton, Lahanam,
Savannakhet, Laos.
Figure 2 (top right). Indigo jars, Lahanam.
Figure 3 (bottom left). Ikat tying weft threads.
Figure 4 (bottom right). Phuthai women dressed
for a festival.

457

Fig. 5 (top leftt).
Shoulder cloth
or phae daam,
Nasalo Village.
Fig. 6 (top right).
The Lan Xang
style shoulder
cloth, Nasalo
Village.

Fig. 7 (center left). Traditional Phuthai skirts for
sale at Laha Boutique, Vientiane, Laos.
Fig. 8 (center right). Japanese style bedding with
the traditional triangular pillows of the Phuthai.
Laha Boutique, Vientiane, Laos.
Fig. 9 (bottom left). Western style bedding, Laha
Boutique, Vientiane, Laos.
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